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Abstract 
This study explores how the everyday geographies of city life and families’ access to 
social networks in the neighbourhood influence families’ school choices. The data 
consists of thematic interviews with parents of 8-14-year-old children (n=170) in three 
urban areas located in the cities of Paris (France), Milan (Italy) and Espoo (Finland) and 
are analysed via qualitative content analysis. The findings indicate that the families’ 
access to local social networks influence the reasoning behind school choice to the 
local school. The children’s relationships with other children and adults in the 
neighbourhood are considered important, but additionally the parents’ networks with 
other parents in the area, mediated by the school, play their role. School choices as 
practices should therefore be analysed not merely as choices of an institution, as they 
comprise of various aspects concerning the surrounding neighbourhood as a physical 
and social space.  
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Introduction 
This paper focuses on the school-mediated social networks of families and the influence of 
these relationships when discussing the school choices of their children in cities. The school 
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choices of families are characteristically an urban phenomenon and have lately been widely 
studied across cities, especially in Europe (e.g. Butler and Robson 2003; Gustafson 2011; 
Oberti 2007; Reay 2004; Seppänen et al. 2015; van Zanten 2009) and North America (e.g. 
Berends 2014). In spite of a current fruitful dialogue between the realms of school choice, 
urban research and geographies of education (e.g. Ball and Vincent 2007; Oberti 2007; Posey-
Maddox Kimelberg, and Cucchiara 2016; van Zanten 2009), explanations for choosing or not 
choosing a certain school have often focused mainly on the actual school as an institution and 
as an environment affecting the choice process (i.e. the quality of teaching, peer-group 
composition and the school’s reputation). However, the influential roles of social networks 
and grapevine information that is spread in the social networks of families regarding the 
schools have been acknowledged across contexts (e.g. Ball and Vincent 1998; Kosunen 2014). 
What could be investigated more are the school-mediated social networks, actual friendships 
and relationships providing mutual help among children and adults in cities that are in 
different ways influencing the views of schooling (see also Vincent, Neal, and Iqbal 2016) and 
the process of choosing a school. 
 
School choices and urban segregation are often in the core of studies focusing on educational 
inequalities and their reproduction from different angles. Holloway et al. (2010), in their 
critical exploration of the cross-disciplinary nature around the geographies of education, point 
out the importance of focusing on the analysis of education ‘as vital sphere of social 
reproduction and inequality’. They analyse how education is shaped by socially specific 
understandings of childhood and aim to create more understanding of children’s experiences 
of education (Holloway et al. 2010, 3; see also Karsten 2015). Educational provision tends to 
be differentiated within urban space, and that is why schooling plays a role in families’ 
residential choices and consequently is related to urban segregation (e.g. Butler and Robson 
2003; Butler and van Zanten 2007). This influences the ‘physical and affective micro-spaces in 
which the children interact’ (Vincent, Neal, and Iqbal 2016, 482) in their daily lives. The spaces 
of interaction do not need to touch only upon the school environment but additionally the 
personal relationships mediated by the school. This again has its impact on the ways in which 
families discuss the choice of a school for their child. 
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The rather old basic assumption of Ball, Bowe, and Gewirtz (1995) is to consider parental 
choice of a school a combination of space, social class and the actual choice. van Zanten (2009) 
adds to this discussion that school choice should not be treated as any choice, but as a 
particularly important one, due to its long-term consequences in the life-course of the child, 
and also due to its affective component, as it is connected to formulating social relationships 
with others. Therefore, this study focuses on the school choice as an outcome, as it is a process 
that mediates and is mediated by different social relationships. This is the standpoint we take 
in this study, elaborating especially on the relation between the residential space and the 
school choice: we study how the choices of families can be influenced by the surrounding 
neighbourhood and by the social networks that come along with the choice of a local school. 
The urban space is both embedded in the choice (e.g. providing limitations of which schools 
are actually physically reachable for the family), and formulates it in social terms (e.g. when 
evaluating at the socio-demographic features of a neighbourhood and presuming something 
about the social composition, promoted habitus and levels of school well-being). 
 
This study aims to contribute to deepen the analysis in this respect by focusing on the impact 
of the everyday geographies on school choice, which are related to the children’s and parents’ 
activities and social relations in the neighbourhood and in the city and influence the choice of 
a school in three different contexts: cities in Finland (Espoo), France (Paris) and Italy (Milan). 
The research task was to analyse which social features around local public schools (defined as 
the nearest to home, fiscally funded school) are taken into account and reasoned in the 
interviews conducted with parents (n = 170) when choosing a school for children in the 
comprehensive school stage. We aim to enhance understanding of how families’ access to 
local social capital, defined in a Bourdieusian perspective (Bourdieu 1980), as the resources 
deriving from access to social networks at the local level can shape their school choices. As 
practical examples illustrating the forms of social networks embedded in urban educational 
choices, we use the parental concerns related to the journey to school and shared parental 
supervision of children in cities. What is known from previous studies in the field is that 
children’s use of urban public space and parental concerns have significantly evolved over the 
last decades in Western countries (Bunar and Ambrose 2016; Karsten 2005; see also Valentine 
and McKendrick 1997). The point here is to investigate the ways in which the social relations 
in the surrounding neighbourhood of the school influence the reasoning behind the choice. 
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School choice, urban space and families’ local socialisation 
School choice is a two-folded phenomenon, which comprises families choosing schools and 
schools selecting (some of) their pupils. Especially as the children grow older, the decision of 
families’ choosing a school is an interactive process, where the children participate in the 
decision-making with their parents on which school to choose and why (van Zanten 2009). 
This is due to the fact that, quite often, the process where the middle-class children are 
presumably choosing a school themselves, the starting point and the choice set (Bell 2009) 
already include a pre-selection of institutions by the parents (van Zanten 2009). This means 
that the parents provide the child a set of schools from which to choose, either due to 
accessibility, proximity or other reasons, and then ‘the child makes the decision’. Due to this, 
this study treats school choice as a family matter, not solely as child’s decision.  
 
The large part of the debate has concentrated on the choice between public and private 
schools with diverse symbolic hierarchies, middle-class practices of avoiding disreputable local 
schools, and on the neighbourhood characteristics impacting the choosing behaviour of 
families (e.g. Butler and Robson 2003). Taylor (2001) points out that meritorious research on 
parental school choice sometimes implies that the local school has not been as strong a 
candidate for families as some other types of school with more prestigious reputations, but 
are located possibly further away. However, there seems to be some kind of a shift in the 
trend of strongly acknowledging the role of the urban surrounding of the school both socially, 
physically as well as emotionally as a part of the school choice process. As stated by Posey-
Maddox, Kimelberg, and Cucchiara (2016), nowadays, the academic discussion about school 
choice no longer remains simply on families ‘shopping’ for the ‘best’ school available in the 
education market, nor only on the experienced relative deficit of the lower class families due 
to middle-class school choice to further schools. There is an increasing body of literature 
dealing with urban middle-class families choosing the local public (fiscally funded) school for 
ideological, political and practical reasons (e.g. Raveaud and van Zanten 2007). Those parents 
often expect positive outcomes for the children from exposure to diversity at school (Posey-
Maddox, Kimelberg, and Cucchiara 2016). 
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Active middle-class participation in the local public schools through residential and school 
choices push for better maintenance and services of the schools, and advocate for changes in 
the pedagogies, policies and resourcing. These practices make the local, socially mixed schools 
attractive for also other middle-class families by many means (Posey-Maddox, Kimelberg, and 
Cucchiara 2016). The underlying idea tends often to be ideological: supporting local provision 
is discursively equivalent to not openly promoting social distinction. This idea seems to be 
prominent, especially among the intellectual fractions of the middle classes (van Zanten 2009). 
However, these analyses of middleclass school choices towards the local school still 
concentrate on the role of the school as a pedagogical and social environment. Less is stated 
about the urban surroundings around the school. 
 
One of the core questions in urban educational choice is the families’ willingness to become 
socialised in the more or less socially mixed neighbourhood, which in research then often 
reverts to the question of whether or not to choose the local school, which often works as a 
mediator in this process (see Weller and Bruegel 2009). There are at least three distinct ways 
in which parents may approach such a choice: first, as mentioned above, as a choice of 
institution according to personal preferences in relation to its perceived features (including 
their specific preferences and who the choosers are in terms of gender, ethnicity and social 
class), second, as an ideological question, and/or third, as a practical question concerning the 
length and safety of the journey to the local school. 
 
The ideological part of choosing the local school is an interesting one, as it includes aspects of 
families as citizens, not only choosers in the educational market. The distinction between the 
local school and schooling at a longer distance is still not as straightforward as one might 
expect. The hegemonic discourse still is that ‘responsible citizens’ with a middle-class 
background, especially those living in socio-economically mixed neighbourhoods, would 
choose a local school for their children (Posey-Maddox, Kimelberg, and Cucchiara 2016). 
‘Good parents’, on the other hand, should choose the ‘best match’ of schools from all the 
available options, and this match might not favour a local school (Oría et al. 2007). However, 
the best match in the eyes of a middle-class family living in a middle-class neighbourhood 
might be the local school. Then, the choice ‘supports’ the local school and neighbourhood, but 
not the underlying idea behind the ideological discussion of social mixing and integration in 
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schools as a value per se. The parental choice of a local school does not predict any form of 
support for the idea of social mixing in the local area and its schools, if the area has a particular 
social profile to start with. Therefore, the discussion in which the local school as a concept 
replaces the phenomenon of choosing school with a socio-economically mixed composition of 
pupils (and possibly ‘tough’ surrounding neighbourhoods) covers up some of the inequalities  
that only become visible, when the choice of a local school is unravelled into a discussion of 
social relationships and investigated from more of an urban perspective. 
 
An influential third factor affecting the school-choice process is the question of everyday 
practices: how to get to (and come back home from) school and who looks after the children 
before and after school. The journey to school is generally the earliest form of autonomous or 
semi-autonomous mobility in the usual life-course of children in European countries (Vercesi 
2008). Simultaneously children’s mobility in the urban public space is a general concern for 
parents (Pain 2006), as they are often perceived as not competent enough to venture alone 
in public spaces (Cahill 1990). Children’s presence in urban public spaces has declined in recent 
decades in Western countries and they are more likely to be taken to and from school by car 
than some decades ago (see e.g. McMillan 2005). There are journey-related outer risks such 
as involvement in traffic accidents and a stranger-danger (Pain 2006), meaning a threat of a 
dangerous intervention of a stranger when children move alone, especially in cities that from 
a sociological standpoint can be defined as a ‘world of strangers’ (Lofland 1973). Traffic and 
stranger-danger can be concerns in rural spaces as well (e.g. Valentine 1997a), but these 
aspects become sharpened in urban spaces. Children’s autonomous mobility becomes a 
matter in school choice and local social relationships, when families evaluate their child’s 
capacities of facing these requirements alone or in a group of children. 
 
Children play a mediating role in developing their parents’ social networks in the 
neighbourhood (Weller and Bruegel 2009). Schools serve as central meeting and socialising 
places in different kinds of urban and local contexts (Karsten, Lupi, and Stiger-Speksnijder 
2013; Posey-Maddox, Kimelberg, and Cucchiara 2016). Especially primary schools have been 
described as ‘communities for building social capital’ (Karsten 2011), and playing a decisive 
role in shaping children’s but also parents’ social networks. Social capital is understood as 
social networks and the embedded mobilisable forms of capital (see Bourdieu 1980) in these 
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networks. These networks may serve as a foundation of local social capital (see Rivière 2014), 
which in this study refers to the locally based networks, such as a pattern where the adults in 
the neighbourhood keep their eye on all children in the area, as they know them. From such 
a perspective, parental trust towards other adults monitoring the children in local public space 
largely draws on expectations for a reciprocal watchfulness in the neighbourhood (see 
Sampson, Morenoff, and Earls 1999). 
 
Schooling outside the neighbourhood thus often means a weaker membership in the local 
networks (Weller and Bruegel 2009). Some families intentionally might avoid the local school 
based mainly on this idea: they actually are not willing to be socialised in their own 
neighbourhood. However, this aspect of establishing social networks through school is also 
one component, which in research might end up embedded or even hidden in the description 
of families’ ‘avoidance practices’ to ‘better’ schools outside the neighbourhood, even if the 
local social capital in the choosing process might be strongly supporting the choice of a local 
school. 
 
Aim of the study, data and methods 
The aim of this study is to investigate the different ways in which the families perceive the role 
of access to local social networks in school-choice processes, and to analyse why some families 
in the three case-cities prefer choosing a school in their socially mixed residential areas. The 
analysis of social networks is connected to the analysis of surrounding space and spent time 
in the urban surroundings around the school. The analytical focus has been on analysing the 
discourses around local social capital presumably mediated through participation in local 
schooling. 
 
This study is an ex-post comparison of data collected for two different research projects 
(Kosunen 2016; Rivière 2014), which both deal with families with children and schooling in 
urban areas in Europe. The goal of this study is not to provide a full comparison across these 
three contexts, but present how certain social networks in urban areas influence the families’ 
school choices in a fairly similar manner regardless of the local governance of education in 
each city. A common theoretical and methodological framework for analysing the interviews 
was created for the purposes of the study, despite the data gathering being conducted 
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separately. The interviews conducted in Espoo were gathered as part of a larger project 
(Parents and School Choice-research project) dealing with lower secondary school choices in 
Finnish cities. The interviews conducted in Paris and Milan were part of a study focused on 
parental supervision of children’s activities in urban public space (Rivière 2014). The 
interviews were conducted in Finnish, Italian and French and were translated into English by 
the authors. 
 
The data consist of semi-structured thematic interviews conducted with parents (n = 170), the 
content dealing with education, mobility practices, parenthood and children’s schooling. Half 
of the interviews (n = 81) were conducted in Espoo (Finland) in 2011 with 82 parents of at 
least one child aged 12−13, with a special focus on school choice on the lower secondary level. 
The rest (n= 78) were conducted in Paris (France, n = 35) and Milan (Italy, n = 43) between 
2009 and 2012 with 88 parents of at least one children aged 8−14, focusing especially on 
parental supervision of children activities in urban space. School choices either to primary or 
lower secondary schools (or both) in urban areas were discussed in all the interviews, as the 
families in all cities had children attending at least one of these two stages of education. 
 
Social class is considered an important factor constituting the educational practices of families 
(e.g. Lareau 2003; Power et al. 2003; van Zanten 2009) and is measured here as a combination 
of the parents’ educational level and their position in the labour market. Middle-class was 
defined by measuring socio-economic differences between social classes based on the 
possessed forms of capital (Bourdieu 1984): the often-ambiguous middle-class was positioned 
between the more easily measurable working class and upper class. In this categorisation, 
people were divided into social groups based on their education and occupational status, and 
the account for variation across context was dealt with, so that the definitions of each social 
class are in accordance with their context (meaning that, for example, the absolute income 
levels of the middle-class in Finland and Italy would not be comparable as such, as the living 
expenses and average wage levels differ). Middleclass parents’ occupations are in all contexts, 
for example, teachers and engineers, but those are not homogenous groups even within a 
single national context. Also, the differences in the living standards and, for example, general 
levels of education in each country differentiate the different classes and make their positions 
relational. Therefore, the comparison across classes in different contexts is obviously 
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challenging, but solved in this study so that the definitions of social class are attached to each 
context and in the comparative part, it is acknowledged that the social positions discussed 
remain relational. 
 
Most of the parents in Espoo had a high social status in terms of level of education (usually 
higher education) and occupational class in relation to the city’s and especially the national 
average: only 6 of these 82 parents were considered working class, the rest middle class (61) 
and upper class (15). The relative proportions of parents from lower social backgrounds were 
higher in Paris (7 working-class parents out of 37) and Milan (12 out of 51), despite the fact 
that middle-class parents constituted the majority in all of our material (36 in Milan, 26 in 
Paris; 119 parents out of 170 altogether, about 70%). 
 
The parents were recruited via schools and local educational authorities (Espoo), local 
associations and snowball sampling (Milan and Paris), and directly in public spaces (Milan and 
Paris). Based on voluntary participation, the interviews generally lasted between one and two 
hours. They were conducted in Finnish, French or Italian, and later on subjected to qualitative 
content analysis. Such analysis was conducted in multiple phases where all discourses 
concerning the school choice, different forms of capital invested in it, lifestyle practices and 
the surrounding urban environment were analysed into codes and later merged into larger 
thematic categories. These codes and categories were crosschecked by the authors. In the 
next stage, the similar thematic categories, especially concerning the school journeys and 
social networks of the families, were formulated and compared across local contexts. 
 
When closely investigating the strategies of these families conducting the choice, it seems that 
a majority of them in all three contexts chose the local public school (44 families in Espoo, 30 
in Milan and 26 in Paris). In the data from Espoo, the proportion of parents choosing 
something else (i.e. always a public school which is not the physically closest one to home) is 
still high (46%) in comparison with parents generally conducting a selective choice (24% of the 
whole age-cohort in 2011; Kosunen et al. 2016). This implies the social bias in the interview 
material of this study with many middle-class families. 
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The three urban and educational contexts of the study 
The fieldwork and data gathering were carried out in three delimited local contexts, which all 
provide a possibility for parental choice, but with different educational policies. The socio-
historical construction of education systems as a part of the welfare state follows different 
patterns in the three countries, which also affects the ways education and schooling are 
structurally and socially constructed as part of the society, the life-course and urban space. 
The provision of schools within the education (quasi-)market and the local school allocation 
policies thus vary across contexts. 
 
The Finnish case city in this study, Espoo, is the second biggest city of the country (with about 
257,000 inhabitants) and is situated in the western part of the metropolitan area of Helsinki, 
the country’s capital. The city comprises different areas varying from the highly urban to the 
technically rural in the northern parts (which were excluded from this study). We interviewed 
parents from all except one (rural) catchment area of the city so that every school of the city 
was the closest one at least to one family: all catchment areas are somewhat socially mixed 
and no completely gentrified catchment areas existed. The catchment areas were 
geographically large enough to include several smaller residential areas. However, the average 
socio-economic level of the city is high even in the Finnish national context, yet the levels of 
urban segregation remain as high as in the rest of the metropolitan area. In Finland, there is a 
relatively homogeneous provision of public schools (more than 97%). School choices are, 
however, conducted between the different ‘soft streams’ within the public schools in Finnish 
cities, meaning additional choices to curriculum (e.g. in maths or arts) in selective classes. In 
the selective classes, pupils are selected via aptitude-based exams and grouped (separate 
from those admitted to the general local school classes) based on this choice. 
 
The area investigated in Milan (Monza-Padova) is located in the northeastern part of the city. 
Of its 76,427 inhabitants in 2008, 23.7% were non-Italian (a share 10 times higher than 20 
years before), which reflects the long history of internal and later on international migration 
towards this first farming and then small-industry area. As it has good connections (public 
transport, roads) to the centre of Milan, its population is progressively changing in relation to 
the de-industrialisation process. In Milan, the combination of a relatively non-hierarchical 
school market and a more locally and family-oriented organisation of children’s daily care 
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(Ghezzi 2012) tends to keep children in local schools. The choices take place mainly across 
private and public schools within the neighbourhood, but also between different selective 
tracks within the public schools. 
 
The third area of this study (125,393 inhabitants in 2008) is located in the 19th district of Paris, 
also in the northeast of the city. It has several features in common with Monza-Padova and 
Espoo, in particular its initially rural and then industrial history. The 19th district is a socially 
and ethnically mixed area (15.7% of foreigners in 2008) with a relatively low-quality provision 
of both public and private secondary education, compared with more central districts of the 
French capital. In Paris, families’ school choices have a strong spatial dimension, as the schools 
are appointed based on school districts and the provision of private schools but also high-
quality public schools, are unequally distributed within the urban space (Oberti 2007). In 
secondary schools, families may apply also for other than the local public school (e.g. selective 
classes in special language tracks) or enrol to private schools. 
 
All three national contexts provide publicly funded tuition-free comprehensive education in 
local schools, but also introduce a space for school choice within the public or between the 
public and private schools (mainly Paris and Milan). The main differences across the local 
contexts are the differing local school-allocation practices and the provision of private 
comprehensive schooling in Paris and Milan. The general similarity is that the school choices 
require parental action, constituted from various bureaucratic processes, and the choices to 
more prestigious classes are mainly conducted by the higher social classes (Kosunen 2016; 
Rivière 2014). However, we acknowledge the problematic nature of comparing three different 
urban contexts with different educational histories and practices. Nevertheless, the general 
procedure of choosing schools in all of these three cities shares certain institutional and 
practical similarities, as presented above. 
 
Parental concerns, the ‘immature child’ and children’s social networks in public space  
In these three cities, parental concerns related to children’s safety in the city, especially during 
autonomous mobility, was the most often linked to the discussion around the journey to 
school and whether the journey to school would be made alone, with friends or whether the 
child should be accompanied by an adult. Journey to school then became a matter of interest 
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also in terms of choosing the school itself: would the journey be short and safe enough, and 
in case the way was longer, what kind of urban skills and time resources would be required 
from the child and the whole family? The length and the safety of the journey to school were 
a matter of interest and a general topic of discussion for parents across all three contexts. 
 
The child was often perceived as not competent or mature enough to travel to further schools 
alone. This immaturity emerged as reasoning in all three contexts, and parents often insisted 
that they wanted their children to feel confident, and themselves not to worry. Moreover, 
they perceived the fact of spending of a lot of time without adult supervision as encouraging 
children to engage in undesirable activities in the city. This concern about children’s incapacity 
to face urban life was consistent with the tendency to consider children as ‘incompetent social 
creatures’ in public places (Cahill 1990), which is also evident in Maria’s reflection of her son: 
 
Interviewer: Some parents from Espoo apply to Helsinki for a study position in a lower-
secondary school. The numbers aren’t big, but… 
I think it’s a question of status, then. My son would not be ready for that. I don’t think 
he would be ready to travel. (…) I don’t think the time is right for that yet. I’m not saying 
that some other child could not do that. My child is just such a hodgepodge that I would 
never make him undertake such a long journey by himself. 
(Maria, engineer, 12-year-old son, Espoo) 
 
Space was discussed in terms of expected physical and social threats, which were related to 
the distance from home. The ways in which the surrounding urban space was discussed often 
lead to the practical and financial conclusion of many families preferring the local school, as 
in addition to less time spent on the way, no additional financial costs occurred. These parents 
were also familiar with their own neighbourhood’s, more so than with other areas in the city, 
even if the school with an elitist reputation further away would have comprised more prestige. 
From the point of view of social inequalities in educational choice, the choice of other than 
the local school was ruled out from some of the working-class families related to the lack of 
sufficient economic capital, which would have been needed for the public transport to the 
further school. Therefore, the way in which the middle-class families could actually think of 
their options near and further from home and then make an intentional choice of the 
neighbourhood school was a privilege of a kind. 
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Apart from the competence of the child to make the journey as such, the parents worried 
about 
outer physical threats along the way to school regardless of its length. Parents were afraid of 
traffic accidents, particularly near heavily trafficked streets, when there were wide streets to 
cross, and when the pavements were narrow. The presence or absence of traffic lights was 
also discussed, as was the number of other children going to school without adults. Reflecting 
on the social norm of letting (or not letting) the child manage alone in the traffic was 
important. 
 
To me as a parent the problem is the heavy traffic. We used to live in [high SES area], 
and back then the [street] was the heaviest residential street regarding traffic in the 
whole country. Then we had so many it-nearly-happened situations that I was sitting 
at work dreading it when the phone rang, when I knew she was coming home from 
there by herself. So the school itself is a safe environment, but the second you get out 
of there, then you start thinking about what might happen.  
(Joel, teacher, 20-, 12- and 10-year-old daughters, Espoo) 
 
In the case of Espoo, the fear of traffic accidents was particularly evident with parents of all 
schoolchildren, as children are encouraged to go to school autonomously from very early on. 
In Milan and Paris, parents were more frequently accompanying the children to school until 
later years, and therefore, this discussion had little less focus than in the case of Finland. 
However, adult strangers constituted a major concern in all contexts: the stranger-danger was 
always linked to the perceived safety of the way to the school. This was the case for both boys 
and girls, even if specific gendered concerns, which are out of the scope of this article, arise 
after puberty (see Valentine 1997b). Here again, the urban morphology played an important 
role in all three cities: the tunnels, deserted spaces and dark places were not appreciated. 
 
There is this secondary school located on the other side of the Périphérique [the 
highway surrounding Paris], which is very unpleasant for parents because the children 
have to pass under the motorway through a kind of dark tunnel. There are no buses 
going there, nothing is organised for children to go there safely, so it is quite difficult 
for parents to let their children go alone to that school. Well-off parents in particular 
prefer sending their children to a private school or to another public lower-secondary 
school.  
(Marie-Jo, free-lance interpreter and translator, 13-year-old daughter, Paris) 
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Marie-Jo makes it clear in this quotation that parents might send their children to another 
school than the local one not because of the anticipated better quality of schooling, but also 
because the school journey is safer, even if longer. Parents in Espoo, where children go to and 
from school in darkness for almost half of the school year (in wintertime), would rather have 
their children in schools that are easily reachable, but also positioned somewhere else than in 
vaguely built-up city areas. 
 
The environment is a factor as well. A safe one, kind of like this [local lower-secondary 
school] for example, it’s in the middle of the woods. To me it brings to mind all sorts of 
stalkers and weirdoes. I would not want to see my child walking along those small paths 
to school (laughs). […] I think it’s disgusting that you have to tell your first graders, 
‘don’t start talking to any strangers, neither men nor women, and always walk 
together’ [with friends].  
(Amanda, project worker, 15-year-old son and 12-year-old daughter, Espoo) 
 
Therefore, the parental concerns related to dangers in the neighbourhood were solved slightly 
differently across contexts: traffic was a shared concern, which was often solved by 
accompanying the children to school, especially so in Paris and Milan (where the traffic is also 
heavier). The stranger- danger (especially in Espoo) was rather solved by children walking to 
school in groups of friends. Children in Espoo take responsibility for their school journeys from 
very early on, which shaped the parental discourse around a physically and socially ‘safe’ 
school journey, as the children would rather not be accompanied to school. Accompanying 
children to school was more widely discussed in the cases of Paris and Milan. However, all of 
these concerns produced by children’s everyday geographies of city life in relation with the 
school journey tended to lose emphasis in the discourse as the children grew older 
 
Families’ access to networks and resources derived through the choice of the local school 
The engagement in the local school was presented as promoting families’ well-being and 
providing help in the organisation of everyday family life. These aspects were partly related to 
the previously presented parental concerns, as the local social network was often discussed 
as a form of a safety net for the child (and therefore for the whole family) in order to prevent 
or possibly handle any of the concerns such as the manifestations of the stranger-danger. 
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A significant number of parents interviewed thus considered access to the local networks as 
useful and desirable for the present and also for the future of the family even if the areas were 
socially mixed into a large extent. Two dimensions could be distinguished: a wish to secure 
the social integration of children in the neighbourhood (with other children and adults), and 
an interest in accessing the local networks of adults, that is, making friends and providing and 
receiving help at the local level. Especially the latter part of the findings can be considered as 
a novelty of this study, as the importance of the social networks of the parents is hardly 
mentioned as a reasoning behind schooling practices. This was evident especially among 
families who had moved to the area from another city and/or did not have their grandparents 
in the area to support the everyday life after school, which was often the case in Espoo and 
Paris. The role of the school got then emphasised as a mediating social forum. The 
interviewees whose children did not attend the local school highlighted the fact that the 
child’s friends lived in other neighbourhoods, which they often considered unfortunate. 
 
As her secondary school is not located in the neighbourhood, she has friends living…Not 
everywhere in Paris but further from here, so that to visit them she has to take the 
subway. She has to leave the neighbourhood. Friendship relations take her away from 
here.  
(Maud, certified public accountant, 13- and 10-year-old daughters, Paris) 
 
Parents describe how the school as a mediator is a key factor influencing the child’s social 
networks, and might cause social exclusion in the neighbourhood. Also, maintaining the 
relations, that is, meeting with friends after school, for example, becomes way more difficult 
when the friends live in other neighbourhoods. The acquisition of local friends gives a value 
to going to the neighbourhood school, which operates as a powerful integrating vehicle and 
mediator of local networks. Local friends and acquaintances were also considered as 
potentially helpful in regard to the child participating in early autonomous activities in the 
neighbourhood and in organising the daily life of the family. 
 
What I think is that if you go to a school outside your neighbourhood, and all the more 
if the school is far away, it is much more difficult to make friends and develop networks 
of friends. You cannot play with your mates after school for example. […] I don’t want 
my daughter to live a life in which she feels isolated. I really don’t. I think it’s important 
to fully live the neighbourhood experience.  
(Céline, project officer, 11-year-old daughter, Paris) 
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We decided to take him from [the former school] to the local school, because it was 
easier to organise our daily lives, but also because we like the idea that he’ll grow up in 
his own neighbourhood. This makes it easier for him to make friends, see them, and 
maybe later on to be more autonomous in the neighbourhood by having acquaintances 
here. Because being at school far from home basically means not living but only 
sleeping here.  
(Lisa, civil servant, 8-year-old son, Milan) 
 
As Lisa states, parents considered important for the children to live in the area also in social 
terms. The ones who did not want their children to be affiliated with the local children also 
often would have wanted to move out of the neighbourhood: this could also be considered as 
an indication of striving for the full social experience of the neighbourhood, which in their case 
would be in some other neighbourhood. 
 
The reasonings behind why to choose a certain school were practical and involved aspects of 
safety and control in the local neighbourhood through having access to local social networks. 
Viviane with a bit older children explicitly acknowledged that one reason for her choosing the 
local school was to make sure that the youngsters who ‘roam around’ in the area identified 
her daughters as living there and being ‘a local’. Such intentional actions to be acquainted with 
the local teenagers and recognised as a part of the local social sphere aim to reinforce the 
children’s safety in the neighbourhood. Therefore, the question of children’s social ties was 
not only about the possibilities of positive interaction with other locals, but sometimes also 
prevention of possibly negative confrontations. 
 
There are groups of youngsters hanging around in the area, and we think that our 
daughters will have fewer problems if they are identified as living here than if they are 
not. And the best way to get identified by these youngsters is to go to the same school 
as them. That was a rather relevant point in our decision. (…) If they go outside when 
it’s dark and meet these youngsters, they can greet each other if they know who they 
are. This does not mean that nothing bad will happen, but the only fact that they know 
their names can change a lot of things.  
(Viviane, storyteller, 15-, 13- and 10-year-old daughters, Paris) 
 
The gains in terms of local social capital extended also beyond the children’s social ties, 
additionally facilitating the social relations among their parents. There was an underlying idea 
of shared upbringing in the areas, where also the parents had mutual social networks. 
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The children in the school live near you, and they can expand their networks, and you 
knowthe families and you sort of know the neighbourhood better, and also the child 
does. Then there’s the thing that I hope the other parents, in turn, are also always 
aware of whose children they are and where they are going, and thereby the network 
of parents works as a safety net. (Lena, teacher, 18-, 12-, 11- and 5-year-old sons and 
a 17-year-old daughter, Espoo) 
 
Schoolmates are very precious, this is a great added-value of the local public school in 
which all the schoolmates live nearby. Because when you go to a private school there 
are pupils coming from further away. Whereas in the local public school you’ll find your 
neighbours. This is very interesting because you often meet the schoolmates in the 
streets. So that if there is a problem, the child can ask his friend for help. This is really 
reassuring for parents when they [the children] get more autonomous. Because the 
schoolmates are close by, and so are their parents.  
(Aliénor, housewife, 12- and 3-year-old daughters, 12- and 8-year-old sons, Paris) 
Choosing a local school was also an efficient mechanismthrough which parents themselves 
could join the local social networks, and make neighbourhood allies and friends, which often 
remains in the background of discussions around children’s schooling and educational choice 
of younger pupils. The parents tended to consider other families’ houses as safe havens for 
their own children, if they had problems getting to school on time, or needed to find pre- or 
post-school childcare, for example. The school as a gateway to local ‘solidarity networks’ may 
thus motivate the choice of the local school: 
 
I’ve always been aware of the importance of sending our girls to the local school. (…) I 
always wanted them to make connections in the neighbourhood. If I had made the 
choice of a more prestigious school in the city centre, they would not have been rooted 
here. (…) As we do not have grandparents living close to us it is definitely a great help 
that the girls go to the same school as the children living here. If we can’t pick up our 
daughter we just call another mother, who will pick her up and take her home. We 
continuously supply and benefit from mutual help, which makes it easier for many 
families to cope with the daily life.  
(Roberto, teacher at upper-secondary school, 14- and 9-year-old daughters, Milan) 
 
The choice of a local school also gave parents the opportunity to develop their own social lives, 
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especially if they were not originally from the area. Schools functioned as local mediators of 
parental socialisation into the local life: parents forge social connections and sometimes make 
friends through school. The parents’ personal relationships developed through the local 
school, which also created a feeling of belonging. Access to dense networks bringing 
information, mutual help and friendship ties partly explained why a child’s leaving the local 
school can be considered socially costly for the parents themselves. In fact, school choice did 
not only deal with choosing once between different potential networks (i.e. local networks vs. 
non-local networks), but also with remaining involved in the accessed networks through the 
local school. 
 
The school really changes your relationship with the neighbourhood, it brings in 
relations with the other people living here…(…)We’ve had a lot of great moments, 
thanks to school (…) I have the feeling that it has been the same for my friends all 
around Paris. Primary school is a place for social encounters. I mean, you can’t be aware  
of the school’s role in parents’ lives until you become a parent.  
(Marianne, museum guide and lecturer, two 14- year-old daughters, Paris) 
 
She still has two years to go at primary school. She has good friends here but she wants 
to go to another school. My partner and I are very well established here via the school, 
and this is a big problem for us. I like this school, but she [the daughter] doesn’t. The 
thing is that she has no serious problems regarding her learning outcomes, so we are 
not worrying about her education here. I hope I can manage to keep her here until 
lower-secondary school.  
(Gabrielle, journalist, 9-year-old daughter, Paris) 
 
Parental choices have to be considered simultaneously as based on anticipations (a desire to 
establish networks, as illustrated by the case of Roberto) and embedded in previous choices 
(a desire to maintain networks, as illustrated by the case of Gabrielle). In all cases, local 
schooling appears to be a very efficient way of benefiting from different kinds of resources 
associated with higher amounts of local social capital. 
 
Conclusion 
The local school clearly works as a social mediator of both children’s and adults’ relationships 
in the area, especially in the primary school phase. The reasoning behind choosing the school 
was generally discussed as locally traditional or demonstratively ideological, but further 
analysis revealed that the choice was simultaneously strongly related to everyday family life 
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in the neighbourhood, as could be expected (see Posey-Maddox, Kimelberg, and Cucchiara 
2016). This notion appeared across national and local educational contexts among families. It 
suggests that there is something universal in the way school choices are partly shaped by 
concerns related to children’s safety and daily mobility practices. 
 
These findings deepen the notion of choosing the school as a political or ideological question 
(Raveaud and van Zanten 2007) but primarily stress the practical and urban aspects of the 
choice. Politically and ideologically, many parents brought up the importance of choosing a 
local school, which as a rationale follows the findings of previous studies. However, when 
talking about safety in the urban area around the school, mediated by the social relationships 
gained through local school participation, the political and ideological reasonings get a more 
practical touch. The discussion of responsible citizenship (Posey-Maddox, Kimelberg, and 
Cucchiara 2016; van Zanten 2009) and good parenthood as looking for the best match of a 
school (Oría et al. 2007) for their child becomes more complex: the families might make a 
school choice of the local school due to safety, feasibility and access to local social networks. 
The rationale of the safety does not primarily involve the safety inside the school, but rather 
outside the school building within the surrounding public space. Another promoted aspect in 
addition to safety was the discussed extended feasibility of the everyday life due to mutual 
help of families in the neighbourhood. The everyday geographies of city life were discussed 
by parents across contexts regardless of their final decision of which school to choose. 
 
The aim of accessing local social capital is influencing families’ school-choice processes. 
Choosing the local school may thus be a strategy oriented towards the accumulation of local 
social capital, in order to ensure the safety of the children in the neighbourhood during their 
free time through shared parental control. The social relations that are mediated via school 
with both local children and their parents also may contribute to higher well-being, as being 
involved in these school-mediated local social networks would, according to the parents, 
increase the likelihood of receiving mutual help in different situations. These social ties 
sharpen the parents’ perceptions of the local social environment, which, in turn, seem to make 
them worry less about their children’s safety in the neighbourhood. Their trust towards other 
adults monitoring of the children in the local public space draws on expectations from a 
reciprocal watchfulness in the neighbourhood (see Sampson, Morenoff, and Earls 1999). This 
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again may promote the choice of a local school, as it brings along an extended physical and 
affective micro-space for the families to interact in (see Vincent, Neal, and Iqbal 2016) in the 
neighbourhood. 
 
However, independently of the social background of the parents, their interest for keeping 
the 
school journey short and safe or accessing the local networks of children and parents was 
significantly lower at the secondary school level than at the primary level, as the older children 
were more autonomous in urban space (see also Lehman-Frisch, Authier, and Dufaux 2012; 
Weller and Bruegel 2009). The everyday geographies in school choice thus appear more 
essential in parents’, decision-making at the primary school level in the three cities of this 
study, as they concern aspects of safety and control. The only peculiarity was the Finnish way 
of basically not considering accompanying the child to the school, but choosing a school into 
which the child could go autonomously already in the first grade. 
 
Finally, the adult–adult relationships mediated by the children’s schooling in urban areas were 
brought up in the analysis: a part of the choice agenda, which is usually not discussed, as the 
choice is often treated as the child’s choice due to his/her reasons. Therefore, it seems that in 
these three contexts knowing the children and adults of the area through participation in the 
local schooling is considered important not only because of the children, but also because of 
the parents. Table 1 draws together our central findings concerning the expected 
consequences of social networks around the local school. All of them had an influence on the 
ways in which the families reasoned their choices of schools in all three cities. 
 
Table 1. The variation in the forms of local social networks and the expected consequences related to 
maintaining or developing those networks in the neighbourhood. 
Social networks in the neighbourhood 
mediated by the local school 
Expected consequences 
 
 
Children know each other in the area 
 
Better quality of friendships (in the neighbourhood) 
on their free time, being acknowledged as a local kid 
provides safety in public space 
 
 
 
Children know other children and their parents 
 
Shared parental control: ‘street watchers’, children’s 
and parents’ feeling of safety and belonging to the 
local community 
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Parents know other parents 
 
 
Mutual help from other parents, parental networks, 
friendships and belonging to the neighbourhood 
 
 
 
The reasonings behind the choice were a combination of different affective, practical and 
ideological reasons related to the city as living environment. What is clear is that the social 
networks embedded in the schooling were crucial parts in the reasoning of the choice of a 
local school for all families across social classes and national contexts. Our study highlights 
how parents can also benefit in different ways from the choice of the local school and secure 
a variety of resources such as mutual help, information, collective supervision of children’s 
activities in public space and even friendships. Along the school-choice process, all families 
have to deal with these everyday geographies of city life, which also seem to have some sort 
of universal explanatory power. 
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